Decision Notice 

HFI-Fuels Reduction 2003

USDA Forest Service
Huron Shores Ranger Station, Huron-Manistee National Forests

Alcona and Iosco Counties, Michigan

Background
This notice documents the decision for the HFI-Fuels Reduction 2003 project on the Tawas and Harrisville Ranger Districts of the Huron-Manistee National Forests.  With this project the Forest Service proposes to reduce the fuel hazards in the vicinity of five subdivisions within the Huron National Forest.  The purpose of these treatments is to increase fire suppression effectiveness and reduce the probability of damage to adjacent private and public improvements from a wildfire.  The elimination of dense young pine species will decrease fire intensities by reducing the probability of crown fire and provide a safer environment for firefighters.  The current fuels situation presents a significant crown fire risk that needs to be reduced to provide defensible space for safe firefighting and the protection of adjacent improvements. The environmental assessment (EA) documents the analysis of three alternatives to meet the stated need.

Decision Framework

Given the project’s purpose and need, I have reviewed the proposed action and the other alternatives so my decision will address the following questions: 

· Will my decision provide for Public health and safety related to wildland fire;

· Will my decision economically meet the goals of the project;

· Will my decision reduce the acreage of hazardous fuels; and

· Will my decision carefully consider the impacts to wildlife and management indicator species?

My Decision

Based upon my review of all alternatives in the HFI-Fuels Reduction 2003 Environmental Assessment and the Finding of No Significant Impact (FONSI), and in accordance with the direction in the Final Environmental Impact Statement and the Forest Land And Resource Management Plan (Forest Plan), as amended, it is my decision to implement Alternative 1, the Proposed Action, with the associated design criteria as follows: 

High School Additional Treatment Area.  T23N, R9E, section 4, 5 and 9, (see Appendix 1, for treatment area map).  This proposed activity will expand the fuelbreaks that were created in 1997 resulting from the Oscoda/Au Sable Fuel Reduction Project.   The Fuels Reduction 02 decision signed August 28, 2002, approved the partial completion of this project.  The EA considers treating an additional 132 acres by extending the Grass Lake fuelbreak south from the ORV/ATV Trailhead to Old US-23 on both sides of Grass Lake Road, in order to create a fuelbreak for fires running north and east from ignitions in the south half of section 5 and to create defensible space to the east, should spotting occur across the road.  The existing fuelbreaks south of the Silver Sands subdivision and west of the industrial park will be extended to 500 feet from its existing 150-200 foot width.  Also, these two areas will be connected with a continuous fuelbreak adjacent to private and industrial park properties in the western portions of sections 4 and 9.  Treatment will involve thinning the area through the use of a timber sale, allowing commercial harvest of merchantable and sub-merchantable jack pine.  Approximately 0.50 miles of temporary road will be necessary to complete the treatment and then be obliterated.  Approximately 132 acres will be treated.

After completion of the harvest activity the entire treatment area will be maintained mechanically by mowing. The frequency of maintenance intervals will be approximately every 7 years, dependent on the establishment and vigor of the new growth. 

Red Keg Additional Treatment Area.  This area is located in T25N, R5E, sections 4 & 5, north of the Brodieville subdivision in the Curtisville area (see Appendix 2, for treatment area map).  Treatment will involve thinning the area (approximately 70 acres), through the use of a timber sale, allowing commercial harvest of merchantable and sub-merchantable jack pine.  Larger oak, red and white pine as well as some aspen will be left for wildlife diversity. Approximately 0.25 miles of temporary road will be necessary to complete the treatment and then be obliterated.  The area is adjacent to an existing 9-acre wildlife opening. 

The entire 79 acres will be managed by prescribed fire and/or mechanically through mowing on a regular interval to maintain the area in an open condition. The frequency of maintenance intervals will be approximately every 7 years, dependent on the establishment and vigor of the new growth.   
Sand Lake Fuels II Treatment Area.    The treatment area is located in T22N, R6E, sections 3, 10 and 15, to the south and west of Sand Lake and adjacent to Indian Lake and Old State Roads, (see Appendix 3, for treatment area map).  Treatment will include thinning the area through the use of a timber sale, allowing commercial harvest of both merchantable and sub-merchantable jack pine and red pine, south and west of Indian Lake Road and the Grant Township fire hall property.  For 350 to 400 feet immediately adjacent to roads, this thinning will result in removal of all jack pine and most of the smaller diameter red pine.  Most oaks and larger red and white pine will be retained to maintain the area in a savannah type.  All existing roads will remain open.  However, approximately 0.25 miles of temporary road will be necessary to complete the treatment and then be obliterated. The entire treatment area will encompass approximately 192 acres.  

The area will be maintained in an open state mechanically through mowing.  The frequency of maintenance intervals will be approximately every 7 years; dependent on the establishment and vigor of the new growth.  

Pine River Fuelbreak Treatment Area.  This area is located in T24N, R7E, sections 5 and 8; and T25N, R7E, section 32, (see Appendix 4, for treatment area map).  Treatment will involve straightening the western edge of an existing 291 acre shaded fuelbreak through the use of a timber sale, allowing spacing of the existing canopy trees to be reduced and mowing of the understory dense jack pine seedlings. This will result in removing all but the largest trees to create a sparsely stocked oak stand with a few super canopy red pine interspersed.  The remaining trees will be well spaced at about 50-75 feet apart. In addition, on approximately 30 acres of densely mixed jack pine/red pine and oak, the area will be harvested through the use of a timber sale, allowing commercial harvest of merchantable and sub-merchantable jack pine and red pine.  Larger size red pine and oak trees will remain well spaced on site.  All existing roads will remain open, but approximately 1.0 mile of temporary roads will be necessary to complete the project, and will then be obliterated.   Approximately 321 acres will be treated in this project proposal area. 

The entire treatment area will be maintained through the use of prescribed fire and/or mechanical means, and will be managed as an open, park-like savannah. The frequency of maintenance intervals will be approximately every 7 years, dependent on the establishment and vigor of the new growth. 
Design Criteria Associated with Alternative 1, the Proposed Action  

1. No vehicle use will be permitted on the snowmobile trails between 12/1 and 3/15, (High School Additional and Pine River Fuelbreak treatment areas) to avoid conflict of uses.

2. Tree harvesting, mechanical chopping (mowing), hydro-axe, and hand cutting can only occur between September 1 and April 31 to avoid critical nesting periods for the Kirtland’s Warbler and roosting periods for the Indiana Bat; thereby avoiding impacts to these species.  All snags greater than 9” dbh will be retained as potential future roosting trees (all treatment areas). 

3. Prescribed burning will be limited to periods of time in which the Eastern Massasauga rattlesnake is in hibernation.  These burns would occur prior to May 1 for spring burns and after September 1 for fall burns. 

4. Landings, skid trails, and fire lines will avoid known Hill’s Thistle locations.

5. All new temporary roads and landings used in harvest activity will be obliterated by ripping to eliminate compaction and potential for erosion and then reseeded to native vegetation.

6. To minimize impacts to skippers (Regional Forester Sensitive species) that rely on nectaring plants, mowing will not occur between April 15 and July 15 (High School Additional). 

7. Dozer piles will be placed to minimize the damage to residual trees or the potential to scorch nearby structures.  When possible the piles will be at least 15 feet from leave trees and 50 feet from private property lines.  Piles will be covered with plastic to facilitate burning during wet periods or with a snow cover when chance of escape is lowest. 

8. The three known cultural resource sites will be eliminated from treatment as reserve areas.  If new cultural resource sites are discovered during activities, all actions in the vicinity will be stopped until the site is surveyed and evaluated by a professional archeologist, and the State Historic Preservation Office (SHPO) has been afforded the opportunity to review the report.  The site area will be excluded from all treatments until this review is completed.  After evaluation of the site and review by SHPO, harvest activities will be modified, if necessary, to protect cultural resources.

9. All harvest activities will follow Michigan DNR's best management practices for the protection of water quality.   Timber purchasers and non-commercial vendors will be required to guard against spills of fuels, lubricants and other materials.

10. Maintenance by prescribed burning and/or mechanical mowing will occur at intervals of approximately 7 years (depending on the establishment and vigor of the new growth) to avoid impacts to soils and site productivity. 

Alternative 1 (the Proposed Action) is described in detail on pages 4-7 of the EA. 

Reasons for my decision

My decision to implement Alternative 1 is based on its effectiveness in achieving the stated purpose and need of increasing fire suppression effectiveness and reducing the probability of damage to adjacent private and public improvements from a wildfire.  The elimination of dense young pine species within these treatment areas will decrease fire intensities by reducing the probability of crown fire, thereby providing a safer environment for firefighters.  Reducing this fire threat will reduce the impacts to adjacent improvements in the wildland urban interface (WUI).  

During the evaluation of the effects in section III of the EA, Alternative 1, in my judgment, best provides for:    

· Public health and safety related to wildland fire;

· The overall economic cost of the project;

· Reducing the acreage of hazardous fuels; and

· Habitat needs of wildlife including threatened, endangered, sensitive and management indicator species.

This alternative meets the requirements of the Endangered Species Act of 1973, the National Historic Preservation Act and the Archeological Resources Protection Act and the Clean Water Act, see EA pages 8, 13, and 15-17.

Other Alternatives Considered

In addition to the selected alternative, I considered Alternative 2, utilizing a non-commercial treatment and Alternative 3, the no action alternative, as described on pages 5 and 6 of the EA.  A comparison of the alternatives and their effects may be found in the EA on pages 7-17.  

Alternative 2, Non-Commercial Treatment 
This alternative would essentially remove the same vegetation as the Proposed Action, except that unwanted vegetation would be cut or pushed over and piled for later burning rather than being utilized through the use of a commercial timber sale.  This work would be accomplished utilizing a service contract, see EA pages 5 and 6.

If the Non-commercial treatment alternative was implemented, similar results to the landscape would occur and the purpose and need could be met.  However, costs associated with contracting the treatments would not be in the best interests of the taxpayers who support the project.  Timber products also would not be utilized, thereby reducing secondary and tertiary economic benefits.  
Alternative 3, No Action
The No Action alternative would result in no fuels reduction work being carried out on any of the proposed treatment areas at this time. The treatment areas would remain in dense young jack pine adjacent to or near improvements and be highly susceptible to catastrophic fires due to man-caused starts, as discussed in the EA on page 2.  

If no action were taken, current management plans would continue to guide management of the project area. Taking no action would result in the fuels continuing to accumulate and remaining in a highly volatile state adjacent to many public and private improvements.  The probability of man-caused wildland fire ignitions is not expected to significantly change in the near future.  The result could be catastrophic with regards to these improvements. 

Public Involvement

As described in the Background section, the need for this action arose in August of 2001.  A proposal to implement a fuel reduction project was listed in the Schedule of Proposed Actions for the Fourth Quarter of FY 2001, 7/1/2001 to 9/30/2001.  A scoping letter was mailed to 326 adjacent landowners, local governments and interested publics for comment on September 28, 2001.  Responses to scoping were generally supportive of the project.  In addition, the Oscoda Press wrote an article describing the projects, see Public Information and Involvement section of Planning Record. 

Using the comments from the adjacent landowners and interested publics, the interdisciplinary team identified issues regarding the effects of the proposed action.   Issues of concern included effects to Threatened and Endangered Species, soil and water, old growth, Management Indicator Species (MIS), adjacency or landline situations, and non-commercial treatments to meet the purpose and need.  To address these concerns, the Forest Service created the alternatives described above.  

In making my decision, I have taken into account public concerns and comments about the proposed project that were developed during the initial phase of scoping.  I have evaluated the adequacy of issue resolution, the formulation of alternatives, determining the design criteria and the evaluation of the effects of the alternatives.    

On March 31, 2003 the completed EA and FONSI were mailed to interested parties along with a cover letter requesting comment.  A legal notice describing the projects and requesting comments was also published in the Alcona County Review and the Oscoda Press, on April 2, 2003.  Two comments were received in support of the EA and Alternative 1, the Proposed Action.  The comments may be reviewed in section B, Public Information and Involvement, 30-day comment period.  

Based on all the factors, including the commodity and non-commodity considerations, it is my judgment that the EA with only minor editorial changes, need not be released for further predecisional review.   Alternative 1, the Proposed Action best provides for the greatest net benefit to the public.  No single factor determined the decision. 

Findings Required by Other Laws and Regulations

This decision to proceed with the proposed action is consistent with the National Forest Management Act and tiers to the Final Environmental Impact Statement (FEIS) and Land and Resource Management Plan (Forest Plan) for the Huron-Manistee National Forest, dated July 16, 1986, as amended. The assessment is specifically consistent with Forest Plan Chapter IV - Management Direction, pages IV-34 to IV-53 and IV-95 to IV-144, and the objectives listed, see EA page 7.    

The project was designed in conformance with the Forests Plan’s standards and guidelines and is one of the Forest Service demonstration projects for the President’s Healthy Forests Initiative for Wildfire Prevention and Stronger Communities.  This initiative calls for administrative improvements to ensure more timely decisions, greater efficiency and better results in projects that reduce the risk of catastrophic wildfires and restore forest health.  

This decision continues fuels projects that have occurred for many years on the Huron Manistee National Forests.  After considering the environmental effects described in the HFI-Fuels Reduction 2003 Environmental Analysis and the entirety of the Project Planning Record, I have determined that these actions will not have a significant effect on the quality of the human environment considering the context and intensity of impacts (40 CFR 1508.27), see the attached EA and FONSI. 

The prescribed actions which alter vegetation comply with the seven requirements of 36 CFR 219.27(b) by following standards and guidelines and mitigating measures in the Forest Plan and through implementation of site-specific design criteria as described in the corresponding environmental assessment (EA, pages 1-17), and the entirety of the Project Planning Record. 
1)   The prescribed actions are best suited to the multiple-use goals established for the project area in the Forest Plan.  Potential wildlife—Threatened and Endangered Species (TES) and Management Indicator Species (MIS), fire behavior and impacts to public health and safety, heritage resources, and soil and water impacts (EA part III, pages 7-17), and aesthetic, engineering and transportation and economic impacts  (see the individual specialist reports located in the Project Planning Record, D-Analysis and FONSI  support, section 3) were considered in this determination;

2)
The stands associated with this project will be treated and then maintained in an open condition, no regeneration is required.  See Project Planning Record, A-Basics and Background, section 2, 5 past Fuelbreaks and in the individual specialist reports located in D-Analysis and FONSI Support, section 3.   

3)
The prescribed actions were not chosen primarily because they will give the greatest dollar return or the greatest output of timber, although these factors were considered (Project Planning Record, D-Analysis and FONSI Support, section 3 viii-Economics); 
4)
The effects on residual trees and adjacent stands of trees have been considered (EA, pages 6, 7, 14, 15 and the Silviculturists Report and Prescriptions located in the Project Planning Record, D-Analysis and FONSI support, section 3-Specialist’s Effects and Analysis Reports, part vii); 

5)
The prescribed actions, with included mitigation measures, avoid impairment of site productivity and ensure conservation of soil and water resources (see EA, pages 6, 7, 16 and 17, and the individual specialist reports located in the Project Planning Record, D-Analysis and FONSI  support, section 3); 

6)
The prescribed actions are expected to achieve the desired effects on water quantity and quality, wildlife and fish habitat, regeneration of desired species, forage, recreation, aesthetic values, and other resources (EA, part III pages 7-17 and the individual specialist reports located in the Project Planning Record, D-Analysis and FONSI  support, section 3); 
7)
Harvesting and transportation requirements as well as total costs of preparation, logging, and administration are practical (see Project Planning Record, D-Analysis and FONSI Support, section 3-Specialist’s Effects and Analysis Reports, part viii-Economics). 

Implementation Date

This project will not be implemented until at least 5 business days after the close of the 45 day appeal period, or 15 days after the disposition of the appeal, whichever is later. 
Administrative Review or Appeal Opportunities

This decision is subject to appeal pursuant to 36 CFR 215.7 by those who commented or otherwise expressed interest in this proposal prior to the close of the 30-day comment period.  Written notice of appeal of this decision must be fully consistent with 36 CFR 215.14 “Content of an Appeal”:

A) It is the appellant’ responsibility to provide sufficient written evidence and rationale to show why the Responsible Official’s decision should be remanded or reversed.

B) An appeal submitted to the Appeal Deciding Officer becomes a part of the appeal record.  An appeal must meet the following requirements:
1). State that the document is an appeal filed pursuant to 36 CFR part 215;

2). List the name and address of the appellant and, if possible, a telephone number;

3). Identify the decision document by title and subject, date of decision, and name and title of the Responsible Official.

4). Identify the specific change(s) in the decision that the appellant seeks or portion of the decision to which the appellant objects;

5). State how the Responsible Official’s decision fails to consider comments previously provided, either before or during the comment period specified in 36 CFR 215.6 and, if applicable, how the appellant believes the decision violates law, regulation or policy.

The written notice of appeal must be postmarked and submitted to:  USDA-Forest Service, Eastern Region, Attn:  Appeals Deciding Officer, 310 West Wisconsin Avenue, Milwaukee, WI  53203, within 45 days of the date of legal notice of this decision in the Oscoda Press and Alcona County Review.  

Contact

For additional information concerning this decision or the Forest Service appeal process, contact Charles J. Andrina, District Ranger, Huron Shores Ranger Station, 5761, North Skeel Avenue, Oscoda, Michigan by mail or phone 1-989-739-0728, extension 3002, or through e-mail at, candrina@fs.fed.us.

_Charles J. Andrina_______________________
  ___5/14/03 __
Charles J. Andrina
          Date
District Ranger, Huron Shores Ranger Station









































The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) prohibits discrimination in all its programs and activities on the basis of race, color, national origin, gender, religion. Age, disability, political beliefs, sexual orientation, or marital or family status. (Not all prohibited bases apply to all programs.) Persons with disabilities who require alternative means for communication of program information (Braille, large print, audiotape, etc.) should contact USDA's TARGET Center at (202) 720-2600 (voice and TDD). To file a complaint of discrimination, write USDA, Director, Office of Civil Rights, Room 326-W, Whitten Building, 14th and Independence Avenue, SW, Washington, DC 20250-9410 or call (202) 720-5964 (voice and TDD). USDA is an equal opportunity provider and employer.
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